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• One of the challenges, but also rewards, of working in 

government documents is that you sometimes get to 

assist library users with historical patent research. 

• Today we’ll look at sources that will help you and your 

customers save time and effort as they navigate the 

often murky waters of intellectual property information. 
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USPTO Headquarters in  

Alexandria VA 

Patents 

A U.S. patent is… 
a property right granted by the Government of the United 
States of America to an inventor, 

to exclude others from making, using, offering for 
sale, or selling the invention throughout the United 
States or importing the invention into the United 
States, 

for a limited time, 

in exchange for public disclosure of the invention. 
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Evolution of an Agency 

1788:  Ratified U.S. Constitution gives Congress the power “to promote 

the progress of science and useful arts by securing for limited times to 

authors and inventors the exclusive right to their respective writings 

and discoveries.” 

1790:  1st Patent Law.  Patents initially issued by a Patent Board with the 

administration of patent laws by Dept. of State. 

1802:  Patent Office becomes a distinct unit of the Dept. of State. 

1849:  Transferred to the newly created Dept. of the Interior. 

1925:  Transferred to the Dept. of Commerce, where it remains. 

1975:  Name changed to the Patent and Trademark Office. 
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Evolution as an Information Disseminator 

1840:  Report of the Commissioner of Patents          
annually issued to Congress includes Patentee Index 

1871:  Congress directs the Commissioner of Patents to 
have patent copies printed, some for free distribution to 
libraries and others for public sale. 

1872:  Official Gazette of the United States Patent Office 
begins as a weekly publication. 

1920:  Standalone Index of Patents begins; issued 
annually until 1997. 

1999:  All U.S. patents available for searching and 
viewing on USPTO website—www.uspto.gov  
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First published 1/3/1872.  Weekly issues.  Since 1/23/1872 published on 
Tuesdays. 
 

New volumes initially every 6 months-by 1909 volumes would be monthly. 
 

Official weekly record first included: 
 

List of all patented inventions issued that week with one claim, (later would have one drawing) 

Commissioner’s decisions 

Decisions of the Courts 

Applications for Extensions / Extensions Granted 

Index of Inventions 

Index of Patentees 
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Official Gazette Split into Separate Patent and 

Trademark Publications on 2/2/1971 
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Official Gazette:  

Patents and Official 

Gazette:  Trademarks  

are no longer in paper 

format, but remain 

available on USPTO 

website in weekly 

issues format for the 

most current 52 weeks. 

Patent and Trademark 

Office Notices are 

separately available 

and web searchable 

from 1995-current. 
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Annual Report of the Commissioner 

of Patents 
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“I Believe My Great-Grandfather Was 

Granted a Patent, Can You Help Me Find It?” 
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Common Misconceptions 
 

• “My ancestor’s patent 
may still be worth 
something.”  

• “Great-Grandpa said he 
invented X, before 
[famous inventor] stole 
his idea. Can I sue the 
company that made 
millions off of it?” 

Reference Interview Disclosures 

What does the customer know about his  
great grandfather? 

– Full name or partial? 

– Where he lived when he invented?  Exact 
dates or decades? 

– Did he invent the product for a company he 
was working for?  Or independently? 
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Reference Interview Disclosures, 

cont. 
 

What does the customer know about the 

invention? 

– How to describe it?  

– Was it ever marketed?  For which years? 

– Is there a photo or any other evidence that it 

was produced by a company? 
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Searching by Inventor 

Name 
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Inventor Name Searching in Free Patent 

Databases Online 

With just a name and approximate date, it may be possible 

to find the patent, but if the name is a common one, it can 

be difficult to determine from a large number of results. 

• PatFT (Patents Full-Text and Image) database on USPTO 

website  allows searching of inventor names back to 1920. 
• http://patft.uspto.gov/netahtml/PTO/search-bool.html  

• Format is “IN/Lastname-First Name[or First Initial]$” in Advance Search Form. 

• Espacenet Worldwide Database from the European Patent 

Office allows searching on inventor names on U.S. patents 

back to 1920. 
• http://worldwide.espacenet.com/  15 

Inventor Name Searching, cont. 

• Google Patents (using USPTO data) allows inventor 

name searching back on U.S. patents to approximately 

late 1800’s but may have OCR scanning errors. 

– http://www.google.com/advanced_patent_search  

• Patent and Trademark Resource Centers have unique 

access to PubWEST/PubEAST patent searching portals.  

They can access a historical file of U.S. patents with text 

scanned using OCR from 1836 to 1970.  Likewise, there 

may be occasional OCR scanning errors resulting in 

skewed results. 
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Additional Information Can Be 

Helpful 

Adding any of these could help narrow down 

search results: 

• Town(s) and State(s) the ancestor lived in 

during career; 

• Company(ies) ancestor worked for that 

might be listed as Assignee on Patent; 

• Full name including middle name or at least 

middle initial. 
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Inventor Name Searching in Print 

Resources or Scanned Print Resources 

Online 

• Annual Report of the Commissioner of Patents from 

1837 to 1919 had an “Alphabetical List of Patentees” 

which included inventor names and assignees, patent 

number, issued date and inventor’s town/state. 

• Index of Patents split from the Annual Report… to 

become a separate publication from 1920 to 2001.   
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Example from List of Patentees in 

1930 Index of Patents 
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Searching the Collection of Patent 

Indexes on Hathi Trust 
Nearly all Patent Office annual indexes are full-text 

searchable as one collection or individually on Hathi Trust 

20 
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Direct Link to Patent Indexes Collection on Hathi Trust site:  

babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/mb?a=listis&c=503653486 

Searching Individual 

Annual Patent 

Indexes, Not as 

Collection 

library.si.edu/digital-
library/book/index-patents-issued-
united-states-patent-office 

 

library.si.edu/digital-
library/book/annual-report-
commissioner-patents-year   

http://library.si.edu/digital-library/book/index-patents-issued-united-states-patent-office
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Subject-Matter Index of Patents… 

1790-1873 

• In 1874, GPO printed a 3 
volume Subject-Matter Index 
of Patents for Inventions 
Issued by the United States 
Patent Office from 1790 to 
1873, Inclusive. 

• You may have a print copy in 
your library.  Some libraries 
may have a 1976 reprint by 
Ayer Company Publishers. 
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Searching Inventor Name in 

Subject-Matter Index 

The Hathi Trust scanned copy allows one to 

search the pdf for inventor name using the 

“Search in this text” feature.  A search for 

“Whitney gin” [AND is assumed default]: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/miun.agl4739.0001.001  

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/miun.agl4739.0001.001
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/miun.agl4739.0001.001
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Searching by 

 Type of Invention 

A Chair by Any Other Name… 

The name of the invention can be useful in searching early U.S. 
patents in Google Patents or other OCR scanned early patent 
databases. 

• But outdated names for inventions can prove problematic in 
searching.  You may not anticipate the dated name used for the 
invention in the patent text:  
– Sad and fluting iron, Machine for twisting oakum, Shoe peg 

pointing machine, plow clod-fender, throstle-spindle. 

– Cottage chair, Harness-maker’s chair, Invalid chair, Knock-down 
chair, Opera-chair, Posing-chair, Reception-chair, Sea-sitting chair, 
Spittoon-chair, Tilting chair, Tipping chair, etc. 

 

• Solution?  Classification searching. 

26 
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Can You Find the Spittoon-Chair? 

Cooperative Patent Classification 

• USPTO has transitioned from U.S. Patent 
Classification to a new classification system 
based on a system used widely by patent offices 
worldwide. 

• Cooperative Patent Classification has been used 
to classify U.S. patents since 2013. All pre-2013 
utility patents back to 1832 have been 
retrospectively classified in CPC. 

• CPC can be used to search US patents on the 
USPTO’s PatFT (Patents Full-Text and Image) and 
the European Patent Office’s Espacenet 
Worldwide Database. 
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CPC searching of older U.S. patents is an option with the Espacenet 
Classification Search tool (http://worldwide.espacenet.com/classification) 
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Publication Number: US  

Inventor(s): Lindroth 

        CPC:  A47C1/02 

Espacenet 

Advanced Search 

Form 

http://worldwide.espacenet.com/classification
http://worldwide.espacenet.com/classification
http://worldwide.espacenet.com/classification
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“We found this device in the attic.  

Has it been patented?” 

32 

Are there clues 
imprinted on the 
device itself?  Is there 
packaging remaining? 

 
• “Patent 12345” 

• “U.S. Pat. Office” 

• “Aug. 11, 1878” 

• “12345” 

• “Patent Pending” 
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Searching by  Number Appearing 

on a Product 

33 

U.S. Utility & Design Patent 

Numbers  

“Table of Issue Years and Patent 
Numbers for Selected Document Types 
Issued Since 1836” 

www.uspto.gov/web/offices/ac/ido/oei
p/taf/data/issuyear.htm  

 

• Design Patents may have a “D” 
before the number on a device or a 
“Des.” or may simply not have any 
letter designation on the product. 

 

• Enter the patent number in PatFT or 
other patent database. 34 

http://www.uspto.gov/web/offices/ac/ido/oeip/taf/data/issuyear.htm
http://www.uspto.gov/web/offices/ac/ido/oeip/taf/data/issuyear.htm
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U.S. Patent Application Numbers 

“Filing Years and Patent Application Serial Numbers Since 1882” 

www.uspto.gov/web/offices/ac/ido/oeip/taf/filingyr.htm  

From 1882 to 1914, patent application serial number were consecutive numbers with no series 
codes prefix.  They did not appear in patents until 1886. 

Since the “apn” field for Application Numbers is only searchable back to the early 1970’s in 
PatFT, pre-1970 Application Numbers can be searched in a full-text (not fielded) search in 
Google Patents or the  PubWEST/PubEAST OCR file (at a Patent & Trademark Resource Center).  
They were referred to as Serial Numbers in the patent specification. 

 

35 

Searching for a Patent Application Number 

Using Google® Patents Advanced Search 

http://www.uspto.gov/web/offices/ac/ido/oeip/taf/filingyr.htm
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Foreign Patent Application 

or Issued Patent Numbers 

• Sometimes numbers found on devices are not U.S. patent 
numbers at all, but foreign patent  or patent application 
numbers.  In an ideal world, these numbers would have 
country codes or abbreviations before them, but this is 
not always the case with older inventions. 

• Two places you can search by publication number without 
requiring country codes:  PubWEST Foreign Images 
Search (only at a PTRC) or Espacenet Worldwide Database 
publication number field (country codes are optional) in 
the Advanced Search Form. 
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Searching by Date on a Device 

This discovered tool has the imprint “Pat. AUG 10 1915.” 
Here a patent date search in PatFT results in 865 patents 
issued on that date that can be reviewed for the tool’s design.  

Or, if you have the print Official Gazette volume for that date, 
it can be manually reviewed. Many Official Gazettes are 
available on Hathi Trust. 
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Review 

We provided Research Tips for helping a 

customer find an early U.S. patent if… 

 

• Inventor’s Name is known; 

• Type of Invention is known; 

• Information such as Patent/Patent 

Application Numbers or a Specific Date are 

found on a device. 

 40 
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For Further Exploration 

• Comfort, Jan.  “Finding Grandpa’s Patent:  Using Patent 
Information for Historical or Genealogical Research.” Science 
& Technology Libraries.  22 no. 1/2 (2001):  39-56. 

• Directory of American Tool and Machinery Patents. Accessed 
9/28/2015.  
http://www.datamp.org/patents/search/typeSearch.php .   

• Melvin, Thomas C. “Not Just for Inventors:  Using Patents for 
Historical Research.”  Documents to the People.  30 no. 3/4 
(2002):  22-27. 

• Patent and Trademark Resource Center Association.  
“Historical, Regional and Specialized Patent and Trademark 
Research.”  Accessed 9/28/2015. http://ptrca.org/history .   

Questions? 

 
tom.turner@uspto.gov 

Patent and Trademark Resource Center 

Program (www.uspto.gov/ptrc) 

 

 

http://www.datamp.org/patents/search/typeSearch.php
http://ptrca.org/history
http://ptrca.org/history
mailto:tom.turner@uspto.gov
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